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ABSTRACT 
 
China’s increasing participation in world affairs and the growing popularity of English as a lingua franca have 
made significant impact on Chinese society, culture and education. As such, considerable research topics in 
relation to English require TEFL researchers’ attentions. Additionally, higher education reform in China has 
created higher demand on academics by stressing research as an important element in academics’ assessment. 
Recurrent rhetoric in the field of TEFL also calls on practitioners to theorise their practice. All these practical 
needs and theoretical arguments point to the necessity and significance of TEFL academics’ engagement in 
research. To find out whether Chinese TEFL academics’ research meet the new demand on them, a survey of 
TEFL academics at three Chinese higher institutions was conducted. One hundred eighty two of them provided 
valid responses which were analysed using SPSS. It was found that TEFL academics’ research productivity in 
each category of research products was quite low. Large percentages of them did not produce any item in the 
investigated categories of research. They were least productive in conference papers and research products at the 
national level. However for these least productive categories, there were highly-productive TEFL academics. 
The categories of research where the TEFL academics were found relatively productive were non-core journal 
articles and provincial projects. The findings suggest that it is necessary and urgent for Chinese TEFL 
academics to enhance their research productivity to be able to meet the demand that new era has rendered.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The importance of English has been increasingly recognised in China since the nation 
implemented economic reform and the Open Door Policy in 1978 (Adamson, 2002; Hu, 
2005). China’s growing contact with the world in social, economic, political and cultural 
fields, compounded with the unique status of English as a lingua franca, allowed English to 
become the most popular foreign language in China. The critical role of English in the 
nation’s development and in individuals’ well-being has made a profound impact on foreign 
language education (Adamson, 2002, 2004; Jin & Cortazzi, 2002). English with its largest 
number of learners of all the foreign languages taught in the country, and its extended time of 
learning gives English an incomparable status in education (Jin & Cortazzi, 2002). The 
growing importance of English in society, economy, culture and education has provided 
extensive research topics for TEFL professionals as well as for other researchers.  
 
 
 
Proceedings of the 2nd International Conference of Teaching and Learning (ICTL 2009) 
INTI University College, Malaysia 
2 
Research becomes a popular word in mission statements of Chinese higher education 
institutions, in particular former teaching-oriented colleges and universities following higher 
education reform started at the beginning of the century. Accordingly, promotion policies 
have started to stress research as an important indicator of academics’ performance (Pan 
2006; Shi, 2002) Academics are obliged to engage in research activities, and this has posed 
challenges to the field of Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) which has a 
shorter history in higher education (Che, 2004; Shu, 2002; Yuan, 2002) as well as to teaching-
oriented institutions.  
 
The call for TEFL professionals to conduct research about their own teaching has been taking 
place for a long time (e.g., Allwright, 1997, 2003; Borg, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c, 2003d; 
McDonough, 1990). It is argued that research, in particular action research, allows teachers to 
reflect on their teaching practice, and helps them to solve classroom problems and render 
classroom changes (Brindley, 1991; McDonough, 1990; Shu, 2002). Additionally, as teachers 
tend to be regarded as practitioners possessing a set of teaching skills only, educational 
researchers appeal to classroom teachers to theorise their practice to change the derogative 
image (Borg, 2003b; McDonough, 1990; Shu, 2002). This appeal seems especially 
appropriate to TEFL academics whose work is more practice-based compared with other 
disciplines.  
 
The research need for TEFL academics to address the social and educational issues brought 
about by the critical role of English in Chinese society, economy and education, the status of 
research in the institutional reward system, and the benefits of  research for TEFL academics, 
make it necessary and urgent for Chinese TEFL academics to develop a research profile. 
What Chinese TEFL academics current performance is and whether they are able to meet the 
requirement as competent staff are pressing questions that need to be investigated. 
 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
This paper reports one part of a larger study of Chinese TEFL academics’ research 
productivity and associated influences. A survey was conducted to gather data about Chinese 
TEFL academics’ research productivity at three higher education institutions in China. One 
of them was a national key university, one a provincial key institute, and another a provincial 
university.  
 
The survey instrument was self-designed with 12 items focusing on research productivity. 
TEFL academics were requested to self-report their research outputs in the 12 categories over 
the five years from 2004 to 2008. The survey was anonymously conducted at the staff 
meeting of TEFL departments and administered by the head of the department. The response 
rate of the survey was 90% with 245 TEFL academics providing responses. However, after 
data was cleaned, the remaining number of TEFL academics who provided valid responses 
was 182.  
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RESULTS 
 
The survey investigated Chinese TEFL academics’ research productivity with regards to their 
publications such as articles and books, and research projects they had completed during 
2004-2008. Frequencies were run in SPSS to obtain percentage, mean and standard deviation 
of each category of productivity. Due to space limit only percentages are to be presented and 
discussed in this paper. Table 1 presents the percentages of TEFL academics with zero, one, 
two, three, four and five or more research products in each category investigated. 
 
Table 1. TEFL Academics’ Research Outputs in Different Categories (n = 182) 
 
Category 0 1 2 3 4 5 or more 
Core journal articles   70.9a 15.9 3.8 1.1 2.2 6 
Non-core journal articles   35.7 15.4 9.3 11.0 9.9 18.6 
International /national conference papers 81.9 11.0 1.6 3.3 1.6 .5 
Provincial conference papers 83.0 9.9 3.3 1.1 .5 2.2 
National academic books 95.6 2.2 1.1 1.1 0 0 
Provincial academic books 80.2 9.9 3.3 3.3 1.1 2.2 
National textbooks 87.4 8.2 4.4 0 0 0 
Provincial textbooks 75.3 13.2 7.7 1.6 .5 .5 
National translated books 95.6 3.3 0 .5 0 .5 
Provincial translated books 91.8 6.0 1.1 .5 0 .5 
National  projects 81.3 11.5 3.8 1.6 1.1 .5 
Provincial projects 46.2 18.7 17.6 3.8 4.4 9.7 
a stands for percentage.  
 
It was found that research productivity of these TEFL academics (n = 182) in the past five 
years was quite low. Thirty two of them did not produce any category of research products in 
the five years and they accounted for 18% of the 182 TEFL academics. More than 70% had 
produced or completed nothing in each individual category except non-core journal articles 
and provincial projects. The percentages of those who did not have academic books or 
translated books by national publishers were as high as 95.6%. A comparable 91.8% did not 
publish any translated books by provincial publishers. As an overwhelming majority of the 
TEFL academics had zero products in 10 of the 12 categories, those who had one item or 
more in each category of research products accounted for very small percentage. However, 
there were highly productive TEFL academics who produced five or more pieces of research 
in the above-mentioned categories.  
 
The only two categories of research that 53.8% or more TEFL academics seemed to be 
productive in were non-core journal articles and provincial research projects. For example, 
64.3% TEFL academics seemed to be actively engaged in writing and publishing non-core 
journal articles in the past five years. Nineteen percent of the TEFL academics published 
more than five non-journal articles, and two even published 10 in the five years. Among those 
who participated in one or more provincial projects, 9.7% worked on five or more, and the 
most productive academics completed 10 of them within the past five years. 
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DISCUSSION 
 
A close examination of those categories where the TEFL academics were least productive 
indicated that they were either research products at the national level, or categories not 
required for promotion. According to promotion policies in the three institutes, compulsory 
research products required for promotion to lecturer, associate professor and professor 
included journal articles, research projects and books. Core journals were nationally 
recognized journals in China. Publishing articles in core journals was highly competitive, and 
as a result acceptance rate was much lower than provincial journals (non-core journals). 
Similarly, national publishers only published books that would add to their reputation, so they 
would be quite selective of books they wished to publish. However, national books were 
different from core journal articles in that despite their usefulness as indicators of the quality 
of a piece of research, they were not compulsory requirements in promotion. As promotion 
policy may have a backwash effect on academics’ research activities and products, this could 
explain the lacking of this category of products.  
 
The same was true of conference papers. As they did not count as research products in 
promotion in the three institutions, the TEFL academics were quite unproductive in them. 
Another explanation may be that presenting at a conference involves travel and registration 
cost. At a department with a large number of academics and little grants, funding conference 
attendance would be difficult. The high percentage of TEFL academics who did not 
participate in national projects illustrated the similar point about the rigorous standards set for 
the application and completion of any research at the national level. Stringent criteria such as 
the academic status of team leaders and previous research by the team members may have 
prevented some TEFL academics from accessing them.   
 
While most of the categories that TEFL academics were non-productive in were not 
surprising, one broad category where counter-expectation occurred was books published by 
provincial publishers. Publishing books either as a sole author or co-author was part of the 
research requirement in promotion. However, the TEFL academics’ publication of books at 
the provincial level was as low as national books. Provincial textbooks which should be 
easier than all other categories of books had 75% non-production rate among the surveyed 
TEFL academics.     
 
In contrast, non-core journal articles, for their localness, smaller influence, lower reputation, 
and larger number, seemed to be the dominant ground where TEFL academics could publish 
their articles. A further reason why non-core journal articles became among these TEFL 
academics so popular probably was that they were predominantly required in promotion at all 
levels of academic status. Provincial projects were another category of research that TEFL 
academics participated in more actively, as they were in a similar situation to non-core 
journal articles. They were required in promotion, and relative to national projects, they were 
easier to apply and complete. The requirements about team leaders and participants were not 
as stringent as national projects.  
 
This finding of low research productivity supports the previous findings by Hao and Zhang 
(2005), Gao (2006), Xia (2002), and Yang et al. (2001). Although the number of institutions 
they investigated was different, the general findings were similar: Chinese TEFL academics’ 
research outputs were low in both quantity and quality. The impediments in TEFL academics’ 
research were operating at both macro-level and micro-level. At the macro level, they 
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identified the unbalanced knowledge structure of Chinese TEFL academics, and the root 
seemed to be the education they received. Their degree programs did not prepare them for 
future research. Another explanation relates to the philosophy with which some TEFL 
academics enter the profession. Some believed that teaching could be conducted well without 
research. Guided by such a mind set, their motivation for research would most be probably 
derived from external sources. Micro-level influences included heavy teaching loads 
(including moonlighting), inadequate reading and financial resources in their specific 
environment, and lack of research leaders and mentoring. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
In summary, research productivity of TEFL academics across three institutions was low as a 
whole. A large majority of them did not produce any research in most of the investigated 
research output categories. They were especially not productive at the national-level research 
products or not compulsory in promotion. This formed a sharp contrast with their relative 
productiveness in research at the local level such as non-core journal articles and provincial 
research projects. This suggests that a majority of the TEFL academics were making the 
research endeavour. What these people lacked was to uplift their research quality. Although 
most TEFL academics were not productive at national level research, there were highly-
productive cases. For example, 6% TEFL academics produced five or more core journal 
articles in the past five years. 
 
The above findings suggested that as a whole Chinese TEFL academics’ research productivity 
necessitate enhancement. For the majority of them, an immediate recommendation would be 
to engage themselves more actively in research so that they could think and theorise. This is 
particularly meaningful for young TEFL academics who have just started the job. An 
awareness to conduct and produce research, and a habit to think critically at the very 
beginning would benefit their entire career. They could start from lower-level and easier 
research activities such as writing non-core journal articles or participating in institutional 
and provincial projects. Mentoring would be extremely helpful for these beginning TEFL 
academics to develop the consciousness, the thinking habit and research skills so that they 
could be guided in the transition from students to academics.  
 
Mentoring would be necessary for those who have been staying at the low level of research 
and have difficulty in going beyond it. These TEFL academics have some experience in 
conducting research and have acquired research skills. What they need should be more 
profound thinking and theorising to target national-level research products such as core 
journal articles, national books, and national projects. Mentoring these TEFL academics in 
quality research would be quite urgent and meaningful, as it could provide transformational 
help to them to improve their research quality to an elevated level. Recruiting them on 
national projects would provide them with hands-on research training of a quality nature.  
 
TEFL academics should make more efforts in book publication, and this was an important 
part of the research requirement in promotion as well. However, writing or compiling books 
generally take longer time than writing articles, and it is usually the result of collaboration. 
As such, having research leaders good at people and project management would be highly 
necessary. Such leaders also need to have extensive contacts with publishers so that 
academics’ research works would have a ready market. In fact, TEFL academics may be at an 
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advantage when they can write textbooks for their own students, or translate books between 
English and Chinese. 
 
Enhancing TEFL academics’ research performance needs joint efforts of individuals and 
institutions as dictated by their interdependent relations. Individual endeavours made by 
TEFL academics would create a competitive research atmosphere and motivate others to push 
ahead. Institutional or departmental measures on the other hand would provide a nurturing 
research environment to support and encourage TEFL academics to engage in research and 
publish. 
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